
































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































Rethinking the Relationship between Self-Cultivation and Statecraft:
Tang Zhen (唐甄・1630-1704)ʼs effort to ensure the legitimacy of the pursuit of success
in statecraft
Masaya Mabuchi
In the long Confucian tradition, success in statecraft was thought to be
achieved only ahead of the proper fulfillment of self-cultivation. At the same
time, it was strictly prohibited to pursue success in statecraft as the ultimate
goal of Confucian practice, because any personal or selfish desire to achieve
social success would interfere with the process of Confucian practice. That is to
say, if the pursuit of success in statecraft were to be acknowledged as an
acceptable aim of Confucian practice, then the supreme position of Confucian
ethics, which serves as a guideline indicating and controlling the direction of
Confucian practice, would be endangered.
However, following the warfare and social chaos of the Ming era, it became
clear that this principle no longer applied. During the late Ming and early Qing
periods many Confucian intellectuals complained about the lack of successful
examples of Confucian statecraft, although many scholar-officials earnestly
followed the instructions set by former Confucian masters. Responding to
circumstances, Confucian thinkers began to discuss how to ensure the success
of statecraft as an indispensable part of Confucian practice.
In this context, Li Zhi (李贄・1527-1602) asserted that since the pursuit of
personal benefit is rooted in human nature, Confucian practice cannot be
exceptional as far as it is an aspect of human activity. According to Li, the
pursuit of success in statecraft should be legitimized in order to satisfy personal
social desire. However, Liʼs approval of human desire did not inform his theory
regarding self-cultivation, which did not pay adequate attention to the need to
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adjust the relationship between Confucian ethical norms and human desire.
Tang Zhen, on the other hand, dealt with the same problem by establishing an
elaborate relationship between self-cultivation and statecraft. He stated that the
fulfillment of self-cultivation can only be completed by achieving success in
statecraft, and that successful statecraft is a precondition for the fulfillment of
correct self-cultivation. At the same time, he also claimed that the practice of
statecraft without an appropriate basis in self-cultivation is unacceptable. In this
manner Tang successfully showed that success in statecraft is an indispensable
part of Confucian practice without breaking the supreme value of Confucian
ethics as a guideline for self-cultivation. His new standpoint should be regarded
as an intriguing development of Confucian theory, one that emerged among the
efforts to ensure success in statecraft during the Ming-Qing transition.
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